Allergic sensitization, symptoms, and lung function among bakery workers as compared with a nonexposed work population.
Only few studies have assessed relative risks on occupational asthma and allergy among bakery workers, and none of them have included respiratory and work-related symptoms as well as sensitization to occupational allergens and pulmonary function. A random sample of 246 workers from traditional and industrial bakeries in two regions of Belgium were compared with a reference population of 251 workers from a petrochemical plant in the same region. Data on skin test positivity, symptoms, and lung function were collected by standardized procedures. Differences between the two subpopulations were analyzed using multiple logistic and linear regression analyses. On average, bakery workers did not more often have skin test positivity than reference workers (39.4% and 42.6%, respectively). However, bakery workers had a strongly increased risk of sensitization to specific bakery allergens (OR 22.0, 95% CI = 6.3-77.1.), whereas their risks of positive skin tests to common allergens, including wheat pollen and storage mite, were significantly decreased (OR 0.6, 95% CI = 0.4-0.9). Bakery workers had significantly more often respiratory and work-related symptoms. Accordingly, they had lower lung function parameters. Atopy and sensitization to bakers' allergens were independent and additional risk factors for work-related symptoms. Bakery workers are at increased risk of respiratory and allergic symptoms and skin test reactivity to specific bakers' allergens wheat flour and alpha-amylase. Wheat pollen and storage mite should not be regarded as baker's allergens. Nevertheless, pulmonary function of bakery workers can be characterized as mild airway obstruction only.